Engrossment, Enclosure and Resistance in the Sixteenth Century
Historians have argued that the period between 1530 and 1580 witnessed a hiatus in the enclosure movement in England. One element contributing towards this conclusion is the statistic based on Wordie's chronological process of elimination that only two to three percent of England's surface was 'enclosed' during the whole of the sixteenth century. As I have argued this figure fails to take account of the engrossment of 'old enclosed' holdings in the south-east and elsewhere which may have made up 45 percent of England's surface by 1500.1 Whether one chooses to adhere to the statistics or not, the reasons given for the so-called hiatus in enclosure present a pressing argument. The key causes cited are the crown's anti-enclosure statutes from the 1530s and resistance to enclosure by peasant armies in the 1530s and 1540s. The crown's sympathy with arguments against enclosure in this period was an expression of its fear of public disorder due to starvation, dislocation and fear of invasion due to depopulation of coastal areas. Hence it attempted to limit the accumulation of farms and curb over specialisation in sheep grazing to ensure enough tillage for the production of food grains, and the rearing of cattle for meat and dairy products.2 The threat of widespread peasant rebellion may also have tamed the enthusiasm of enclosing yeomen and gentry for undermining the livelihoods of peasants. Rising grain prices due to demand from a rapidly rising population from the 1540s, an increasing proportion of which was landless and had to buy food to survive, also meant that the compulsion to engross and consolidate peasant holdings in order to clear the way for sheep walks was lessened. Big profits were now also to be made from growing grain for staples like bread, although pastoral farming remained more lucrative.3
This chapter examines these arguments in the light of evidence for Lydd. As we have seen in Chapters Ten and Eleven, large scale depopulating enclosure had already occurred in Lydd parish before 1530, and as a result large sheep graziers already dominated the government of Lydd. Most importantly for the present discussion, further massive accumulations of land in the form of multiple leases by 1580 were achieved by the same families of yeomen and small gentry in Lydd's government and by wealthy immigrants. So if engrossment and enclosure was clearly augmented and consolidated at Lydd and its region between 1530 and 1580, how was this achieved given the new statutory restrictions? Also, what form did any resistance take, and how successful was it?
i
Legal Resistance to Engrossment and Enclosure
A chance survival of a fragment of a case held before the royal court of the exchequer at Westminster (London) in 1576 reveals that John Berry of Lydd was charged that year with 'offences done against the statute for the maintenance of dairy cows' .4 The record of only one witness survives, that of husbandman Clement Gallyen of Lydd, and he deposed in Berry's favour. He stated that Berry held the following properties: a mansion house at Cheyne Court and its 500 attached acres on Romney Marsh a few miles to the west of Lydd, a farm in Lydd parish where Berry lived, a farm at Broomhill, land at Newland, two farms called Abbots Marsh and Abbots Land -again to the west of Lydd parish -and other farms in Ivychurch and Brookland over on the west side of Romney Marsh. As we have seen in the previous chapter, in 1586 he held a farm of 353 acres in Lydd parish, and his other holdings to the south of the Rhee Wall alone contained approximately 1,978 acres. Of this accumulation, 207 acres were his freehold lands, and the rest were leases held from six Kent gentry. Gallyen stated that in 1576 Berry kept between 1,500 and 1,600 sheep, maintained 43 dairy cows and reared 40 calves. The law stated that if farmers kept more than 120 sheep, they had to keep one cow for every 60 sheep and rear one calf for every 120 sheep. If Gallyen was telling the truth, Berry was well within the law. The extent of Berry's landholdings at this time suggests that he was farming on much larger scale than even these large numbers of animals suggest. Berry was one of the wealthiest men in Lydd at this time. He migrated to Lydd from Ivychurch in the north of the Marsh in 1555. He arrived to immediately take up the space in Lydd's juratcy that had been left after the death of the Ralph Wilcockes that year. One might even say that it was reserved for him. He already had close ties with Lydd and was executor of Wilcockes's will. Not only that but he probably took over Cheyne Court and other farms from Wilcockes upon the latter's death. To further cement his future he married Peter Godfrey's daughter Katherine, and therefore nestled into the wealthiest Godfrey line.
